48         AFTER THESE MANY  QUESTS
On the way back to the office Woods told me that there were some inquests in the same building that afternoon at 2.30. This delightful event was entered in the diary with a flourish and Hurd, shedding ash all over the place, put the initials " W. and G." after the entry. So with a sinking heart, wondering whether there was no end to the misery of this world, I tramped back after lunch and sat beside my mentor while tearful women gave evidence about babies that had been accidentally smothered and adults who had died of cirrhosis of the liver or double lobar pneumonia. There were seven inquests, which I thought was enough for one day. But the biggest shock was still to come.
When we returned to the office, Hurd looked up from his incessant subbing, and inquired casually: "Any good stories?" I was stunned. Good stories? How could inquests be good stories? It was a long time before I acquired the true objectivity, sometimes confused with cynicism, with which practised reporters approach a news story. In private life a reporter may be a model husband and father, tenderhearted, generous, considerate; on the job he is a combination of hunter and surgeon.
Woods said there was "nothing in them." Whereupon, little Hurd begun to look at his infernal diary again and thoughtfully .suggested that I should accompany him that evening to a, meeting of West Ham Education Committee. Though the gaseous futility of local politics was a relief from the sordid business of the courts, 1 seriously wondered, as I sank into bed that night, whether, after all, I had not made a ghastly mistake in getting mixed up with this never-ending depressing grind.
After a, month I was thinking differently, for I had seen myself in type, and so I signed apprenticeship indentures for a period of four years to learn the "art, trade or business of n reporter" (which is it?). I undertook to keep my masters' secrets, obey their lawful commands, not to waste nor lend their goods, not to buy or sell, or absent myself unlawfully. In return Messrs. Wilson and Whitworth undertook to raise my salary on a graduated scale to the sum of .£.'i a week to be earned in the fourth and final year.